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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
A very modern epidemic is spreading across the globe but this one is not caused by any
conventional infectious agent. It is a global epidemic of obesity, and it is spreading at an
alarming rate, from the industrialized countries in the west to the developing world. “Globesity”
is fast becoming more of a problem than famine and malnutrition. It has now reached a point
where it is becoming a serious threat to the health of every nation. A study by the World Health
Organization (WHO) has found that worldwide obesity has nearly tripled since 1975. In 2016,
more than 1.9 billion adults, 18 years and older, were overweight. Of these over 650 million
were obese and most of the world's population live in countries where overweight and obesity
kill more people than underweight. (WHO, 2021).
Globalization of trade, marketing, and investment has important implications for public healthboth negative and positive. On the negative side is the extended promotion and marketing of
harmful commodities like tobacco and fast food. While the causes of rising obesity are many and
varied, food marketers (principally marketers of energy-dense, nutrient-poor, “fast” or “junk”
food) are often blamed as being partly responsible because of their marketing practices. At the
national and sub-national levels, there has been a number of efforts to constrain food marketing
practices, especially to children. At the international level, guidelines for being a responsible
corporate citizen, dissemination of “best practice” research on the national regulatory
environment, “soft law” approach of non-binding code of conduct for food multinationals, and
similar practices have been suggested by multilateral organizations like the WHO and the Food
and Agricultural Organization. After the adoption (in 2003) and coming into force (in 2005) of
the landmark Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC), the first-ever treaty under
WHO auspices, a movement is gathering momentum for an analogous global treaty to rein in
food multinationals’ marketing practices in an effort to control globesity. Indeed, the FCTC is a
pioneering attempt to develop a form of global health governance capable of effectively
regulating transnational corporations. Its negotiations raised fundamental questions about the
social impacts of globalization, particularly the trade-off between trade and health- already there
are calls to rein in World Trade Organization (WTO) powers in international trade when it comes
to issues of public health.
If a treaty on global obesity control is implemented, it is likely to be a major setback to the
worldwide expansion strategies and marketing practices of food multinationals. At the strategic

level, segmenting the market by age, targeting “new” users (children), and positioning the
product to appeal to this segment are likely to be severely restricted. At the tactical level,
controls on the contents of the food products, packaging, promotional and distribution methods
as well as repercussions on pricing (via taxation) to end-consumers are distinct possibilities. The
process of initiating and negotiating such a treaty may generate many encouraging results for
global obesity control including the creation of a global forum to highlight the issues, the
promotion of multilateral and sub-national coordination, domestic action, mobilization of nongovernmental organizations, media, and the general public as well as a regulatory template for
national and regional action. In view of all these aspects, the need for an effective non-market
strategy to safeguard the legitimate interests of food multinationals will be paramount.
Recent scholarship on civil society activism has paid great attention to epistemic communities
within the context of a globalizing world where borders between states become permeable to
cross-border political influence. Research on epistemic communities is relatively new, the
agenda being a systematic examination of how transnational epistemic communities interact to
effect policy change. The concept of epistemic community has been used to explain learning and
cooperation in international organizations under conditions of uncertainty. Peter Haas (1992)
sparked the debate about their role in a journal special issue dedicated to epistemic communities.
According to him, an epistemic community is a network of professionals from various
disciplines with various previous experiences sharing a common worldview. They have similar
normative values, believe in the same causal relationships, and have an agreed-upon
methodology of validating knowledge. According to Haas, “presented with incomplete or
ambiguous evidence, members of an epistemic community would draw similar interpretations
and make similar policy conclusions. If consulted or placed in a policymaking position, they
would offer similar advice” (Haas, 1990, p.55). The conceptual premise of Haas’s framework is
that international policymakers face complex problems often linked to other equally complex
issues leading to a range of choices with uncertain outcomes. In this situation, policymakers turn
to epistemic communities for information to reduce uncertainties. Information that is not so
much based on purely technical knowledge but rather on information that is the product of
human interpretation. When satisfying the need for information, epistemic communities emerge
and proliferate, and prevailing epistemic communities become strong actors in decision making.
In this way, Haas argued, epistemic communities help to explain the emergence and character of
cooperation at the international level, a relatively rare outcome in international relations.
Our preliminary research indicates the gradual coalescence of several disparate pressure groups
into an epistemic community on the issue of curbing marketing practices in the quest for global
obesity control. The epistemic community has converged on the WHO as the most receptive
political venue and is engaged in information politics, symbolic politics, leverage politics, and
accountability politics in its attempt to guide the WHO toward the path of a global regulatory
regime on the marketing of fast food. This attempt by the epistemic community provides
important lessons to the communities of business, global public health, and civil society
activism. Indeed, before business interests seek to be understood in these intergovernmental
forums, it is vital that they seek to understand the polemics, politics, and process of international
policy coordination, particularly the key role of epistemic communities in influencing public
policy directly by providing domain-specific expertise. This understanding will pave the way to

an effective non-market strategy because, in a globalized economy, sustained competitive
advantage arises from tackling socio-political, public health, and environmental issues as part of
a corporate strategy allowing a business corporation to shape its environment, creating
opportunities for growth and prosperity.
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